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Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication (AAC) Defined
Definition – AAC systems are used as aids in producing 
speech, clarifiers for unintelligible speech, and/or 
representations for the absence of speech (Ganz et al., 2012)
(American Speech-Language-Hearing Association [ASHA], 1997; 
Frost & Bondy, 1994, 2002; Ganz et al., 2012)





•Pointing to a picture on a communication 
board
•Writing on paper
•Activating a speech-generating device 
(SGD)
•Exchanging a symbol 
Intro: AAC in Natural Settings 
• AAC instruction often occurs only in 
structured settings 
• Instruction needs to occur in multiple 
settings and contexts.
• The use of AAC in natural contexts can promote 
generalized communication skills











Intro: Incidental Teaching 
• Instructor sets up the 
environment to be appealing to 
the target individual
• Child initiates interaction 
• There is a consequence to a 
child’s initiation of 
communication by elaborating 
on the child’s interaction 
• Communicative partner ends the 
exchange on a positive note
(Hart & Risley, 1978)
A structured form of 
naturalistic teaching with 
these main components:
Preparing for Naturalistic Instruction: 
Selecting Goals and Vocabulary 
• Based on assessments, IEP goals, 
and family and self-identified needs
• Observe within the typical daily 
routine as a guide to potential 
communication opportunities, 
necessary communicative functions, 
& vocabulary
• If school-aged, include curriculum 
vocabulary
• Program new vocabulary into the 
AAC device, organized by context
Key Components of 
Naturalistic Instruction and AAC 
• Plan for generalization early:
– Implemented in all settings in which communication would naturally 
be used
– Natural communication partners implement the intervention
• Specific instructional strategies:
– Strategy 1. Set up communication temptations & find teachable 
moments
– Strategy 2: Implement developmental-based strategies:
– Strategy 3.Implement direct instruction using behavioral strategies
(Ogletree, Davis, Hambrecht, & Phillips, 2012; Binger &  Light, 2007; Reichle, Drager, & Davis, 2002; 











Planning for Generalization from the Start: 
Key Strategies
• Naturalistic instruction 
occurs in environments 
experienced in everyday life
• Use materials or situations 
that reinforce AAC 
communication
• Use of various 
communication partners
(Sevick, Romski, & Watkins, 1995)
Generalization: 
Communication Partners 
• Teachers, Therapists, Peers, Parents, and family 
can be natural communication partners
• Peers and Family members should be the focus of 
many naturalistic interventions for AAC 
• Peers are often overlooked as communication 
partners
• Parents tend to be the primary teachers with 
younger individuals












Training Communication Partners 
• Training is crucial for parent 
and peer communication 
partners 
• Educate communication 
partners on: 
– The technical aspect of the 
specific AAC device/system
– The purpose for AAC use
– How to engage with the individual 
using the AAC
(Beck & Fritz-Verticchio, 2003; King & Fahsl, 2012;
Binger, Kent-Walsh, Brenes, Del Campo, & Rivera, 2008;
Sainato, Goldstein, Strain, 1992)
Strategy 1: Communication Temptations & 
Arranging the Environment
• Join the individual in a task 
or activity
• Interrupt the task or activity 
by manipulating reinforcing 
materials 
• Have materials in sight, but 
unattainable 
• Use books or magazines to 
promote communication
(Wetherby & Prutting, 1984)
Demonstration: Strategy 1.














• 2a. Modeling AAC use
• 2b. Expanding, scaffolding, and building on 
previously-acquired communication skills
Strategy 2a. Developmental Strategies:
Modeling AAC Use and Verbalizations 
• Simultaneously speaking and selecting 
AAC symbols
• Expand on the individual’s communication
• Talk about what he/she is doing
(Binger & Light, 2007) 
Demonstration: Strategy 2a. 











Strategy 2b. Expanding, Scaffolding, and 
Building on Previously Acquired Skills 
6 components of expanding
The communication partner: 
• Follows the lead of the individual 
• Models new vocab and concepts
• Repeats the communication attempt made 
by the individual and then adds to that 
expression 
• Acknowledges all communication attempts
• Promotes turn-taking 
• Uses redirection if there are disruptive 
behaviors or loss of motivation to engage in 
an activity 
(Hart & Risley, 1978, 1992; 
Speidel & Nelson, 1989)
Demonstration: Strategy 2b. 
Expanding, Scaffolding, and Building 
on Previously Acquired Skills
Follow the Communicator’s Lead
Demonstration: Strategy 2b. 
Expanding, Scaffolding, and Building 












Demonstration: Strategy 2b. 
Expanding, Scaffolding, and Building 
on Previously Acquired Skills
Turn-Taking
Strategy 3. 
Implementation of Behavioral Techniques 
• The foundation of behavioral 
techniques is in applied 
behavior analysis 




– 3c. Time delay
– 3d. Errorless learning
Strategy 3a. 
Behavioral Techniques: Prompts 
• Prompting is implemented when a behavior has 
not been acquired, performed, or the behavior 
occurs rarely
• To avoid prompt dependence by the individual, 
fade prompts as soon as possible:
– Increasing the length of delay
– Using less intrusive prompts gradually
– Least-to-most promoting
(Macduff, Krantz, & McClnnahan, 2001; Durand, 1999; Cooper, 1987a; 











Demonstration: Strategy 3a. 
Behavioral Techniques: Prompts
Strategy 3b. Behavioral 
Techniques: Reinforcement 
• A consequence is presented 
that increases the rate of 
behavior that the individual 
exhibits 
• In the natural environment, 
communication attempts 
should result in reinforcers 
that are typically available 
and appropriate to each 
situation
(Skinner, 1951; Cosebey & Jonston, 2006, Johnston et al., 2003)













Behavioral Techniques: Time Delay 
• Gives the individual a certain amount of time 
to respond to a given stimulus
• Time delay is used when a behavior has been acquired, 
but not performed frequently or at the correct time
• Time delay methods vary depending on individual 
differences
(Reichle, Drager, & Davis, 2002)
Demonstration: Strategy 3c. 
Behavioral Techniques: Time Delay
Strategy 3d. Behavioral Techniques: 
Errorless Learning 
• To avoid an incorrect response, prompts are 
immediately implemented to result in a 
correct response
• Time delay and errorless learning can be 
used in tandem
(Fillingham, Hodgson, Sage, & Ralph, 2003; Cosbey & Johnston, 2006; 















American Speech-Language-Hearing Association [ASHA], American Speech-Language-Hearing Association [ASHA]. (1997).
Augmentative and alternative communication (AAC). Retrieved from http://www.asha.org/public/speech/disorders/AAC.htm.
Beck, A. R., & Fritz-Verticchio, H. (2003). The influence of information and role-playing experiences on children's attitudes toward 
peers who use AAC. American Journal of Speech-Language Pathology, 12, 51-58. 
Binger, C., Kent-Walsh, J., Berens, J., Del Campo, S., & Rivera, D. (2008). Teaching Latino parents to support the multi-symbol message 
productions of their children who require AAC. AAC: Augmentative & Alternative Communication, 24, 323-338. 
Binger, C., & Light, J. (2007). The effect of aided AAC modeling on the expression of multi-symbol messages by preschoolers who use 
AAC. Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 23, 30-43. 
Calculator,, S.N. (1999). AAC outcomes for children and youths with severe disabilities: When seeing is believing. Augmentative and 
Alternative Communication, 15(1), 4-12
Cooper, J.O. (1987a). Stimulus control. In J.O. Cooper, T.E. Heron, & W.L. Heward (Eds.), Applied behavior analysis (pp. 299-326). 
Columbus, OH: Merrill. 
Cosbey, J. E., & Johnston, S. (2006). Using a single-switch voice output communication aid to increase social access for children with
severe disabilities in inclusive classrooms. Research & Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities, 31, 144-156. 
Durand, V. M. (1999). Functional communication training using assistive devices: Recruiting natural communities of reinforcement. 
Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 32, 247-267. 
Fillingham, J.K., Hodgson, C., Sage, K., & Ralph, M.A. (2003). The application of errorless learning to aphasic disorders: A review of 
theory and practice. Neuropsychological Rehabilitation, 13, 337-363. 
Fisher, K. W., & Shogren, K. A. (2012). Integrating augmentative and alternative communication and peer support for students with 
disabilities: A social-ecological perspective. Journal of Special Education Technology, 27, 23-39. 
Frost, L., & Bondy, A. (2002). The Picture Exchange Communication System training manual. Pyramid Educational Products, 
Incorporated.
Ganz, J.B., Earles-Vollrath, T., Heath, A.K., Parker, R.I., Rispoli, M.J., & Duran, J.B. (2012). A meta-analysis of single case research 
studies on aided augmentative and alternative communication systems with individuals with autism spectrum disorders. 
Journal of Developmental Disorders, 42, 60-74.
References
Hart, B., & Risley, T. R. (1978). Promoting productive language through incidental teaching. Education and Urban Society, 10, 407-429. 
Hart, B., & Risley, T. R. (1992). American parenting of language-learning children: Persisting differences in family-child interactions 
observed in natural home environments. Developmental Psychology, 28, 1096-1105. 
Johnston, S., Nelson, C., Evans, J., & Palazolo, K. (2003). The use of visual supports in teaching young children with autism spectrum 
disorder to initiate interactions. Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 19, 86. 
King, A. M., & Fahsl, A. J. (2012). Supporting social competence in children who use augmentative and alternative communication. 
Teaching Exceptional Children, 45, 42-49. 
MacDuff, G. S., Krantz, P. J., & McClannahan, L. E. (2001). Prompts and prompt-fading strategies for people with autism. Making a 
difference: Behavioral intervention for autism, 37-50. 
Mechling, L.C., & Cronin, B. (2006). Computer-based video instruction to teach the use of augmentative and alternative communication 
devices for ordering at fast-food restaurants. Journal of Special Education, 39(4), 234-245.
Ogletree, B. T., Davis, P., Hambrecht, G., & Phillips, E. W. (2012). Using milieu training to promote photograph exchange for a young
child with autism. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 27, 93-101. 
Reichle, J., Drager, K., & Davis, C. (2002). Using requests for assistance to obtain desired items and to gain release from nonpreferred
activities: Implications for assessment and intervention. Education and Treatment of Children, 25, 47-66. 
Sainato, D.M., Goldstein, H., & Strain, P.S. (1992). Effects of self-evaluation on preschool children’s use of social interaction strategies 
with their classmates with autism. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 25(1), 27-141.
Sevcik, R. A., Romski, M. A., & Watkins, R. V. (1995). Adult partner-augmented communication input to youth with mental retardation 
using the system for augmenting language (SAL). Journal of Speech and Hearing Research, 38, 902-912. 
Simpson, R. L., Ganz, J. B., & Mason, R.A. (2012). Social skills interventions and programming for learners with autism spectrum 
disorders. In (D. Zager, M. L. Wehmeyer, & R. L. Simpson, Eds.), Educating Students with Autism Spectrum Disorders: 












Skinner, B.F. (1951). How to teach animals. Scientific American, 185, 26-29. 
Speidel, G. E., & Nelson, K. E. (Eds.). (1989). The many faces of imitation in language learning. Berlin: Springer-Verla. 
Wetherby, A., & Prutting, C. (1984). Profiles of communicative and cognitive-social abilities in autistic children. Journal of Speech and 
Hearing Research, 27, 364-377. 
Thank you!
• For further information:
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